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For the Good of Humanity ...
IGNAZ PHILIPP SEMMELWEJS

Alice Holoubek, M .D .
Shreveport, Louisiana Catholic Physician's Guild
Members of the Shreveport, Lou isiana Catholic Physicians' Guild are assistmg a
most worthy project in their community. Dr. Alice Holoubek has sent us an acc n unt
of the activities of the "Gabriel Group" that helps expectant mothers. Le cture.< are
given, followed by discussion periods. T he interest of Dr. H oloubek in this. work is
very evident, and we are quite certain that the cooperation of her fellow-Guild members is a reflection of her own efforts. But let us give you the story in her own words.
It is difficult for married couples of today to live up to their Christian ideals
at best. In a predominantly non-Catholic community_ such as ours, the materia lism
of the environment certainly increases the difficulty. The attitude of the neighbors the change of attitude toward the birth of each additional child - present formidable
problems. In a n effort to aid in the combat in an active way, groups of expectant
mothers have been gathering to discuss and, we hope, to grow spiritually in their
attitude toward their fami lies. In addition, more formal talks are given to them on
the normal functions and developm" nt of mother and child during this period of
· pregnancy.
There are many errors to be overcome in the purely natural field. o ·ur young
mothers receive most of their knowledge of pregnancy and childbirth from novels.
movies, experiences of friends, and from their mothers. The first two sources usually
present the difficult and heart-rending aspects, as each of us well remembers. As to
real life experiences, these are often related inaccurately; the most unusual and bizarre
events are the better remembered. and very often the informer really has very little
true knowledge to impart. So on a purely natural level, instruction of norma l physiology should tend to a llay fear and ignorance, which are physical as well as psychical
detriments to natural childbirth.
However, always of much greater importance, is instruction and emphasis on the
spiritual glory of bringing a child into the world, a child whose soul will live and
love and serve God for a ll eternity, a child whom God has co-created with the human
parents, a child who carries in his body the potentiality of the future. A true understanding of this tremendous reality should make the most worldly individual regard
parenthood reverently.
The families of our parish are of a fairly consistent economic level and have
no need o f the Public H ealth type of pre-natal instruction and care. However, in
parishes where there are some who do not enjoy economic ease, this discussion can
be adjusted to cover this aspect and be very adequately supervised and conducted
by Catholic n urses engaged in Public Health activities.
Practically, the groups have been meeting about once a month for four meetings.
At the first gathering, our Pastor introduces the series and emphasizes the ,;pir ituahty
of mo therhood. Following his departure, as a doctor and a mother, I give a brief
simple expla nation of the physiology of menstruation. The second lecture, given by
a prominent obstetrician, describes conception, heredity, fetal development, RH factor,
and cesarean sections. At the third meeting, our Pastor is again with us, presenting
the teachings of the Church as tq the dignity of life and the Catholic teaching on
birth control, abortions, and surgical operations of the generative organs. Also,
another Catholic doctor describes the physiology of p regnancy and labor. The last
meeting is a panel d iscussion by well-known and loved Catholic mothers o f the
community w ho discuss ways they have found effective in making Catholic teachings
a nd especially the Liturgy, a part of their family life.

It is suggested tl,at Guilds assisting with Cana activities in their communities might well include this "Gabriel Group" project in their program.
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HIRD I N our series of C atholic men of science, a word
portrait of Ignaz Philipp Semmelweis adds an account of a dedicated doctor w hose life became a
galla nt and bitter fight to rescue
mothers and their n ewborn babies
from ever-waiting death. Born
July I , 1818, the fourth son of a
German merchant, he became a
medical student at Vienna in 1837.
After he had taken a philosop hical
course at Pesth, he continued his
medical studies there, obtaining his
degree in medicine at Vienna in
April, 1811, as obstetrician in August of that year, and as surgeon
in N ovember of 1815. In February 1816 he was made assistant at
the first obstetrical clinic of Vienna.
E arly in his career Semmelweis,
a brillian t young interne at the
famed Vienna hospital made the
11hocking discovery that thousands
of women were dying at childbirth
because of the unhygienic methods
of the physicians w ho attended
*hem. H e asserted that this condition among ·lyin g-in women was
caused by infection from the examining physicians, who had preViously made pathological dissections, or who had come into
contact with dead bodies without
thorough cleansing afterwards. After he had introduced the practice
of washing the hands w ith a solution of chloride of lime before the
txam-ination of expectant mothers.
e mortality sank from 18 per
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cent to 2.15 per cent. He a lso soon
formed the opinion that not only
infection from · septic virus caused
puerperal fever but that it also
came from other causes of putridity.
When he broached his theory,
Semmelweis was at first ridiculed
- and then slan dered and perse- ·
cuted. His dislike of public speaking or of w riting was probably the
reason why his views were misunderstood. Many scholars, among
them the doctors of the Academy
of Paris and even Rudolph Vi rchow at Berlin, regarded him unfavourably. The petty persecution
and malice of his opponents excited in Semmelweis a sensitiveness that increased from year to.
year. H e was ever filled with hot
conflict a nd fairly burst with the
courage of a man with a true cause
such as this; the appallin51 loss of
lives, the indifference and neglect
around him, were deep a nguish
to him.
The first account of his discovery was published by Professor
Ferdinand H ebra in December.
1817, in the Journal of the Imperial
and R oyal Society of Physicians
of Vienna ( D ecember, 18.47), followed by a s•.. pplementary statement from the same physician in
April, 1848. The following year,
Professor Josef Skota delivered an
address on the same subject at the
Imperial and Royal Academy of
Sciences. Unfortunately, Semmelweis had neglected to correct the

17

papers of these frie nds of his, and
thus failed to make known their
mistakes, so that the inference
might be draw n tha t only infection
from septic v irus ca used puerperal
fever.
It was not until May 1850 that
he could bring himself to give a
lecture on his discovery before the
Society of Physicians; a month
later he followed with a second
one. The medical press noticed
these lectures only in a very unsatisfactory ma nner. He was crushed
but in time his zeal returned. In
October he became lecturer on
obstetrics in Vienna. A few days
. after the appointme nt, for reasons
unknown, he removed to Pesth
where he was made head physician
at the hospital of St. Roch and in
1852 was appointed regular professor of theoretica l a nd practical
obstetrics.
His theory would not be accepted, though, and with each succeeding "betrayal" of his work , as
he felt denial of his discovery to
be, mental di st urb ance became
more evident. Heart-broken at the
deplorable conditions prevailing
and becoming worse, when his instructions were disregarded, he
finally succumbed but not before
he had made one final attempt to
reach the world outside, having
failed within. His mind was failing, but one morning before he was
'taken to the public insane asylum
near Vienna, he stole off to a printer. He wrote busily. H e commanded his intellect. He handed
w h at he had written to the printer.
" Tomorrow!" was the command.
When the printer protested that
he could not prepare the circulars
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in a day, Semmelweis paid h im
substantially to work through 1he
night. Next morning early he cre pt
from the house. He went directly
to the printer. The man tiredly
handed him a huge pile of circulars. They were printed in bold
letters. The words were: " Yo ung
men and women! You are in mor ,
tal danger! The peril of childbed
fever menaces your life! Bew are
of doctors, for they will kill you!
Remember! When you enter labor
unless everything that touches y ou
is washed with soap and wa ter
and then chlorine solution, you will
die and your child with you! I can
no longer appeal to the doctors! I
appeal to you! Protect yourself!
Your friend, Ignaz Philipp Sem,
melweis." He put the bundle under his arm. H e went out into the
streets of P esth . H e ran to every
young man, every young woman.
He pressed his h andbills on them.
He would not be denied. T hey
were gone. H e bad given away the
last handbill. He w ent home , and
then they took him to the asylum.
His friends Bathory and H ebra
were with him. Reluctantly they
left him there. " There is a grea t
man," said Bathory. " There is the
greatest man we will ever know.
There - in that asylum. And we
are not worth it. We are none of
us worth it." " No," replied H ebra.
" it is probable that we are wholly
maimed, blind, imbecilically cruel.
ungrateful. that the thoughts by
which we live make our very presence here on earth fantastic . And
yet - I think we will always have
men like him. We don't deserve it
but what we are composed of is
shining and indomitable. It is not
shoddy, and it is w holly pure. It
LINACRE QUA RTERLY

is the cell which is eternal, beyond

good and evil. the mortal a nd immortal symbol of the Almighty.
And because of this the covenan t
will continue and the world and
our petty thoughts w hich people
it will continue to receive redeemers. And now this sweet and gentle
and bewildered a nd raving man
bears the burden of what we a re
not. Now he stumbles. N ow he
carries the cross. But to the end
of time M edicine will bear th is
guilt and t he human race will share
the burden and the disgrace."
From a bad gash in his finger ,
blood-poisoning developed and a
month after he had been admi tted .
Ignaz Philipp Semmelweis died.
Though his mind ha d failed, in one
!~st lucid moment he w hispered,
I will never stop . . . no . . .
never." The date was August 13
1865.
'
Though it was hard for Semmelweis to write, he published his
work " D ie Aetiologie, der Begriff
und die Prophylaxis des Kindbettftebers" (Vienna) , in w hich he
bitterly attacked his supposed and
real opponents. He was not rejected by all. The Etiology had
gone out into the world. Some
praised hini and hope had been
raised for awhile, but w hen Virchow, the man to whom all the
world. of medicine looked with reverence, said coldly that childbed
fever was caused by erysipelas and
inffammation of the lymph glands,
it Red. Another claimed , " The
strictes t cleanliness is of little use
in preventing such colossal outbre1;1ks of childbed fever as we experience here [Munich] . The docFEBRUARY,
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trine of Semmelweis is one-sided,
narrow, and err oneous."
His doctrine was ignored and
misrepresented fo r years after his
death. By 1890, as the older men
d ied and young men replaced them,
his theories began to spread, to
become universal.

In · 1391 a · Hungary suddenly
conscious of her grea test son took
his body to Buda pest for burial
over the strenuous protests of Austria and Germany, where it now
was claimed that the " P esth F ool".
was a German.
I n 1906 a s tatue was unveiled in
his honor in the city of his birth .
In the world today puerperal
fever has by no means disappeared.
But the children and the mothers
his doctrine saved, the great men
a nd women who live because he
died, are as countless and unimaginable as the waves of the oceans.
Sir William Joppa Sinclair, P ro~
fessor of Gynaecology and Obstetrics, U niversity of M anchester, has
paid this tribute: " It is the doctri ne of Semmelweis which lies at
the foundation of all our practical
work of today. Through all the
details of prevention and treatment, the temporary fashions and
the changes of nomenclature, the
principles of Semmelweis have remained our steadfast guide. The
great revolution of modern times
in Obstetrics as well as in Surgery is the result of the one idea
that, complete a nd clear, first arose
in the mind of Semmelweis, and
was embodied in the practice of
w hich he was the pioneer . . . "
And Joseph, Lord Lister, Professor of Surgery, Kings College,
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London, declared . "Without Semmelweis my achievements would be
nothing. To this grea t ; o~.of Hunga ry Surgery owes most.
For the g ood of humanity, Semmelweis himself wrote, "W hen I
w ith my present convictions look
back upon the P ast, I can only
dispel t he sadness which fa lls upon me by gazing into that h appy
F uture when within the lying-in
h ospitals, and also outside of them.

throughout the w hole world. childbed fever will be no more ... But
if it is not vouchsafed me to look
upon that happy time with my own
eyes, from which misfortune may
God preserve me. the convic tion
that such a time must inevita bly
sooner or later a rrive will cheer my
dying hour. " H e did not see results then , but the world knows
now.

Religion and Medicine
John J. Lynch,

S.J.

Professor of Moral Theology, Weston College
W eston, Mass.

In mid -D ecember t he M edical Society of the County of K ings and
the Academy of M edicine of Brooklyn sponsored a panel discussion on
religion and medicine. Fath er John J. Lynch, S.J., our consultant on
medico-moral problems, was invited to participate, presenting the Catholic viewpoint. Other panelists were Rev. D r. D wight J. B radley,
Counsellor, The A ssociated ( Religion and M edicine) Counselling
Service, and R abbi R alph Silverstein, Temple S inai ( A rlington Temple),
Brooklyn, New York, imparting the Protestant and Jewish attitud es.
Fa ther Lynch's remarks are published here and will appear in the
Bulletin of the Brooklyn Medical Society.

Books Received . . .
Medical Ethics, Cha rles
1956. P p. xix+ 491 ; $4.25.

J.

McFadden, 0 .S.A . Philadelphia: F . A. Davis Co ..

The main change in this fourth edifion of Father M cFadden's book is .the addition of a chapter entitled "M an's Life - His Duty to Preserve It." In the earlier
editions, many references were given at the conclusion of the chapters. For good
reasons, explained in the preface, the author has decided to drop these reference:
Other chan ges consist of a re-arrangement of some materia l and the use of new da1
on various to pics. Readers of THE L1NACRE QuARTERLY no doubt rea lize th~t
we now have a revised edition of Ethical and Religious Directives for C atholic
Hospitals. It would be well to note, therefore, tha t Father McFadden's book still ha~
the text of the old Directives. Those who use his book for classr oom p.urposes sh~ul
call a ttention to this and should, if possible, provide their students with the revised
edition of the Directives.

The Morality of Hysterectom,11 Operations, Nicholas Lohkamp, O.F.M. Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 1956; pp. xi
206; $2.25 [ paper J.

+

This is a doctoral disserta tion. After giving the history of the operation and
the moral principles that should govern it, Father Lohkamp considers practically all
the possible indications for hysterectomy, cites medical authorities concernrng rts need
or value, and then gives a moral appraisal of each case .. U nfortunately, the .autho;
never gives a summa ry of these appraisals. A concludrng chap ter deals wrth .th
reasons and remedies for unnecessary hysterectomies. There is a g lossary of medical
terms, a bibliograph y, and a good index.
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Ordinarily it is a breach of good
taste for a platform speaker to
make reference to his own qualifications. But may I . without apology, refer briefly to my limitations?
I am not a psychologist; I am not
a psychiatrist; a nd therefore I am
not competent to express a professional opinion as to the impact
which religion exerts as a therapeutic agent in the practice of
medicine. If religion be understood
in terms of a personal faith , i.e .. in
terms of one's own intellectual convictions with regard to the existence and n ature of God and with
egard to his own relationsh ip with
that God, I am n ot prepared to exPound· an empirical psychology
which would define a nd· evaluate
religion's role as a n adjunct to
11ledicine. T hat type of d iscussion
ls properly reserved to the experts
in a field other than my own.
Since I am a moral theologian.
With. something of a predilection
for the problems of medico- m oralPi!eRUARY,
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ity, I feel constrained, justified,
and content to restrict my formal
rema rks to some of the moral aspects of medicine. T hat, too, is a
legitimate facet of the manifold
relationship which religion bears to
medicine.
·
For the word " religion " has
come to h ave many le g itimate
meanings. The term is often understood as synonymous w ith the
creed of a particular religious denomination ; it is sometimes predicated of one's person al beliefs with
regard to God; sometimes it is applied to emotional experiences, i.e.,
to one's emotional reactions to tha t
personal concept of deity. But understood in its strict and technical
sense ( a nd admittedly I am defining the term in the light of scholastic philosophy and theology). religion is a moral virtue which inclines human na ture to grant to
God the reverence and honor that .
is due Him as the Supreme Being.
Therefore our duty of obedience
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